A LOWLY, HUMBLE BOOKWORM A Conversation with Michael Silverblatt
On the surface, Michael Silverblatt's Bookworm is a nationally syndicated weekly radio show that hosts fiction writers and poets. But after listening to it once, anyone with an ear knows that it is an opportunity to learn how to read, Sontag, Alice Walker, and Kurt Vonnegut. In October, he visited the University of Iowa for a week of lectures, seminars, and discussions. Students hung on his every word and followed him around as if his love of books and reading were the life raft they'd been waiting for. He and I spent a rainy afternoon on a couch offered to us by a poetry student in the Writ ers' Workshop. For two-and-a-half hours, we discussed the future of reading in what the media refers to as our "post-literate" age. After being privy to his in sights and enthusiasm, I left feeling that we shouldn't believe what we read in the press and that Silverblatt and Bookworm are strong evidence we live in a culture that's more than willing to sit down, take a deep breath, and enter the world a book creates for us.
Sarah Fay: Do you carry books with you everywhere you go?
Michael Silverblatt: I carry books most places I go. Nothing stops me from reading. There was a period when I didn't want to bring so many books along with me because Fve got a tendency to engage in a process that's kind of nutty. I'll start with the book I'm reading, but if it's a novel I'll say, "But what if I want to read some short stories?" So I'll bring along a collection of short stories. And then I'll think, "But what if I want to read a poem?" Then I'll bring a book of poems. And then usually I'll bring a magazine too. I'll also stock books in the pile in case I have to wait somewhere. It was a little bit odd to be carrying so many books places, so I stopped doing it for a while. But then I discovered Gertrude Stein introduced me to the experience of reading hun dreds of pages without having to involve myself in the sense of them.
They were delightful and funny and you came to know them gradually and some came into great clarity and relief as you knew them. Others would never be resolved into clarity but were fascinating nonetheless. Washington DC, and the years of dealing with diplomacy during which he wrote the first major book that said "the left is wrong"; and his move to Berkeley, where he published poems clandestinely and was awarded the Nobel Prize. I thought this was a super show, an amazing thing to be able to bring to people about a whole life, fully lived, with fascinating aspects about religion and politics and truth, and the obligation to speak it, and when to hide and when not to hide. The Iowa Review
